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IMITATION AND AUTHORSHIP
IN
POEMS ON AFFAIRS OF STATE
James A. Winn

ost of the Poems on Affairs of State are imitations,
parodies, or travesties of other works; many borrow
their form and some of their language from the very
works they are attacking; most were anonymous on their first
appearance, and many remain so. From a literary point of
view, they exemplify a slippery and elusive notion of "author
ship." The authors display neither a proto-Romantic desire for
"originality" nor a Bloomian anxiety about "influence." Indeed,
they often proclaim their dependence on previous models.
"The Second Advice to a Painter," to take an obvious example,
depends upon our knowledge of Waller's "Instructions to a
Painter," and the author draws our attention to his intent with
his subtitle: "In Imitation of Mr. Waller." Part of the fun, in
this and many other cases, cpmes from watching the second
author's small adjustments change panegyric into satire while
preserving the same essential rhetorical frame. A reader
without knowledge of the work being parodied would be at a
considerable disadvantage, and if many of these poems now
seem quite obscure, the difficulty is not only our lack of
detailed knowledge of the day-to-day political machinations on
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which the poets comment, but our unfamiliarity with whole
sequences of poems that continually imitate, parody, and revise
each other.
Although the editors of the Yale collection generally direct
our attention to the earlier models parodied by the poems they
print, some of the processes of imitation and deformation that
shape these poems remain unstudied. A taxonomy of the
strategies of imitation employed by these poets would include
not only general imitation or deformation of a previous poem's
rhetorical structure (as in the "Painter" poems), but several
more local and specific kinds of imitation. Many of these
poems take their meter and rhyme-schemes from pre-existing
music, calling attention to that choice in such titles as "A New
Song to the Tune of..." or "An Excellent Ballad to the Tune
of...." Other poems borrow most or all of their rhyming words
from previous poems, yet seek to reverse the political message
of the originals. Still others combine material drawn from
contrasting sources, parodying language from works written by
the opposing party, appropriating language from works written
by those sharing the poet's allegiances, and trusting the reader
to deduce the intent of the resulting combination. In this brief
essay, I shall consider just one example of each of these
strategies; my aim is to point toward a kind of analysis these
poems have not often received, which holds the promise of
bringing us closer to the creative processes of the original
authors and the interpretive processes of the original readers.
The Yale editors usually remain silent about the relations
between the original words of old ballads and the new words
seventeenth-century authors wrote for political occasions, but
the appropriation of a well-known melody would surely have
prompted contemporary readers to consider why a new poet
had chosen a particular old tune. My example here is one of
the most familiar tunes of the period, "I am the Duke of
Norfolk," frequently alluded to in stage plays and employed for
several political ballads. This melody, also known as "Paul's
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Steeple," begins to leave printed traces as early as the 1560s;^
the words most commonly associated with it are these:
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[Musical example 1: "I am the Duke of Norfolk."]^

Since musical characters in plays by Shadwell and Wycherley
offer to play or sing this tune under this title,^ we may infer
that it was familiar to Restoration taverngoers with these lyrics,
which appear to dramatize an insistence on privilege: the Duke
demands to be "attended," and a replying voice assures him that
he will be. The memory of that ritual of deference would have
added to the shock experienced by those who heard a scabrous
attack on Charles 11 sung to the same melody in 1679. "A New
^ For a full account, see W. Chappell, Popular Music of the 0ldcTi Time (London,
1859; rpt. New York: Dover, 1965), 117-20.
^ Following Chappell, 120, omitting the reconstructed harmonization and adding
one necessary slur.
' The plays are Epsom Wells and The Gentleman Dancing Master; see Chappell, 118.
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Ballad, to an Old Tune, Call'd I am the Duke of Norfolk, etc."
begins with these lines:
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[Musical example 2: "A New Ballad "f

The original ballad might lead us to expect the speaker to assert
his rank; "I am the Duke of Norfolk" might easily have become
"I am the King of England." Overturning any such expectations,
this speaker instead declares, "I am a senseless thing." His rank
is not a matter of Divine Right, but merely a case of naming:
"Men call me a King." He goes on to boast of having "cor
rupted the age" (12), claims responsibility for the death of Sir
Edmund Berry Godfrey, the most prominent victim of the
Popish Plot scare (36-40), and prefers dallying with his French
mistress (the Duchess of Portsmouth) to attending to military
affairs:
•* Text from Poems on Affairs of State, ed. Geoi^e deForest Lord et al. (7 vols.,
New Haven: Yale University Press, 1963-1975), 11, 176; tune from Chappell, both
adjusted to fit.
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While the French take towns, with a hey, with a hey.
And the seamen get wounds, with a ho;
I have a French arse
For my unruly tarse,
With a hey tronny nonny nonny no. (61-65)
The obscenity is shocking enough, especially when placed in the
mouth of a first-person King. But the fact that the lines
rhyming arse and tarse follow melodic phrases that once urged
a Duke not to be offended surely adds additional offensiveness
to the satire.
Two years later, the most notorious of the many ballads
spawned by the Exclusion Crisis, "A Raree Show," was
published with a subtitle identifying it as "To the Tune of / am
a Senseless Thing." The ballad of 1679 had evidently achieved
wide circulation, since the tune could now be identified by that
name rather than its old title. "A Raree Show" repeats many
of the chaises made in "A New Ballad," updating them to
include the dissolution of the Oxford Parliament (28 March
1681). In this version, the Parliament becomes a puppet show
carried about on the back of the King, who calls on Topham,
the Sei^eant-at-Arms of the Commons, to act as his assistant in
a street performance:
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[Musical example 3: "A Raree Show."]'

This time, the appropriation of a tune already used to attack
the King signals continuity, as does the repetition of the
nonsense refrains used in "A New Ballad." The chain of
imitations leading from "I am the Duke of Norfolk" to "A
Raree Show" thus illustrates both the possibility of using a wellknown tune ironically and the possibility of using such a tune
as a sign of a political viewpoint shared with a previous version.
To be the "author" of such a text did not constitute a strong
claim to be an original poet. The association of ballad-singing
with begging, which Gay was later to exploit in Tlye Beggar's
Opera, points to the very low status associated with this kind
of versifying. Further evidence comes from Dryden, who
' Text from Poems on Affairs of State, H, 426-27; tune from Chappell, both adjusted
to fit.
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compared his difficulties in working with a composer on an
opera to being "bound 'Prentice to some doggrel Rhymer, who
makes Songs to Tunes, and sings them for a lively-hood."^ By
accepting the constraints of a pre-existing tune and the
conventions of previous lyrics set to that tune, the author of "A
Raree Show" appears content to let readers believe that he is
simply part of an obscure, impersonal underground that
periodically (and collectively) "makes Songs to Tunes."
But the man who may have written this last ballad was not
allowed to remain concealed; the Court was determined to find
and punish a specific author. Stephen College, accused of
writing "A Raree Show," was tried twice for treason; when a
London jury brought in a verdict of ignoramus, Charles saw to
it that College was tried again in Oxford, where he was
convicted, hanged, and quartered, though steadfastly denying
authorship. Although College was technically charged with
having come to Oxford at the time of the Parliament with the
intent of fomenting rebellion, the transcript of the trial shows
that the ballad was central to the Court's resentment.'' Stephen
Dugdale, a professional informer, alleged that College had sung
the ballad and given out printed copies; College replied that he
was not the author, and denied knowing who the author and
printer were. If the imitative mode of fitting words to tunes
now seems an especially collective and anonymous way of
proceeding, that very anonymity ultimately worked against
poor College. The absence of any definitive signs of individual
authorship made it easy for the Court to blame College, and
impossible for College to prove that the words were not his.
' This and all subsequent citations of Dryden follow The California Edition of the
Works of John Dryden, ed. Swedenbetg et al. (Berkeley: Univenity of California
Press, 1956- ); these remarks come in the preface to Albion and Albanius (1685),
Works, XV, 10.
' For an illuminating discussion, see Harold M. Weber, Paper Bullets: Print and
Kingship under Charles II (Lbcington: The University Press of Kenmcky, 1996),
178-208.
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My example of a poem that borrows its rhymes comes from
the same historical moment. Among the poems supporting the
King's resistance to those who tried to exclude his Catholic
brother James from the succession was "The Parliament
Dissolved at Oxford," purchased by the collector Narcissus
Luttrell on 3 May 1681. The anonymous Tory poet caricatures
the Commons as "500 kings" and appeals to the doctrine of
Divine Right. Although it is not immediately clear who is
speaking, it soon becomes apparent that the first-person speaker
represents the King:
Under 500 kings three kingdoms groan:
Go Finch, dissolve them, Charles is in the throne
And by the grace of God will reign alone.
What would the Commons have.^ The royal line
Heav'n does dispose of : 'Tis not theirs nor mine.
But his by whom kings rule and are divine.
I represent the King of Kings, who gave
The crown, the sword, the scepter, what I have;
I am God's servant, not the people's slave.^

'

One day later, on 4 May, Luttrell was able to purchase a Whig
reply utilizing not only the same triplet form, but the same
rhymes:
The safety of the King and's royal throne
Depends on those 500 kings alone.
Those under whom some say three kingdoms groan.
The Commons no new methods will assign
Of choosing kings. They know the royal line
Was wont to be reputed as divine.
Your Englishmen, who understand who gave
Their King his royal grandeur, scorn to have
' Poems on Affairs of State, 11, 411-12, 1-9.
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His majesty their general, their slave.'
If the second poet did his work very rapidly, as the dates of
purchase suggest, appropriating the rhymes of the first poem
had the advantage of saving labor. From the start, however, the
difficulty of stretching an opposing argument across the same
rhymes is obvious. In order to repeat groan, the "Whig poet has
to engage in quotation i^'some say three kingdoms groan"), and
by the second triplet, he is constrained to start changing the
rhyme words, replacing mine, which is impossible without a
first-person speaker, with assign. Retaining divine also presents
difficulties; we can sense the effort to undermine the power of
that word in the awkward syntax ("Was wont to be reputed as
divine").
As this example suggests, a poet who borrowed the actual
rhyming words of a pre-existing poem had even less expressive
freedom than a poet who chose to shape his words to the
melody and rhythm of a pre-existing ballad. At least in part
because of his decision to follow the rhymes of his rival, this
Whig poet seems weak and apologetic, falling back on the tired
notion that the King's opponents are actually concerned for his
safety, and appearing to accept more of the Divine Right
argument than an advocate of contractual monarchy could
comfortably swallow. Only when he moves away from rigidly
following the original is he able to articulate his own argument.
Later in the poem, for example, he gains the opportunity to
develop his ideas by keeping the same rhyme for six consecutive
lines. In the Tory original, the King declares his defiance:
I'll have the world know that I can dissipate
Those impolitic mushrooms of our state;
'Tis easier to dissolve than to create. (19-21)

' "The Tune to the Devonshire Cant: Or, An Answer to the Parliament Dissolved
at Oxford," Poems on Affairs of State, 11, 413, 1-9.
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The Whig answer repeats those rhymes to different effect, then
moves on to find more rhyming words that express his view of
the Parliament.
In all true hearts it would a love create
To see the supreme power dissipate
All pensioners, those spongers of our state.
The Commons' aims were but to regulate
Things shuffl'd out of place in Church and State;
Not to cramp justice but corroborate. (19-24)
In those rare instances where the Whig poet entirely abandons
the rhymes of the original, we can we hear a much more
forceful voice emerging:
They are dissolv'd and with them all our hopes;
Prepare for Smithfield fires, for racks and ropes.
For that's the pleasing exercise of popes! (13-15)
Here the paranoia about Catholic autocracy that seems to have
driven much Whig sentiment bursts through the constraints of
the form: the sequence from hopes to ropes to popes is too good
to pass up, despite the fact that no words rhyming on those
sounds occur in the original.
As such poems remind us, all participants in the political
debates of the later seventeenth century were working with the
same key terms. Whigs and Tories may have meant quite
different things when they invoked the will of God or the
liberty of the English subject, but they were stuck with the
same vocabulary. Pairs of poems like these enact that strain at
the level of the rhyming words. In this case and others, it may
strike us as ironic that a Whig poet, by ideology an advocate of
individual liberty, should have chosen to bury his individuality
by submitting to the rhymes of a Tory original—an aesthetic
version of the rhetorical contortions by which Whig parliamen
tarians insisted on their loyalty to the Crown and their tender
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concern for the monarch. When Dryden, by far the most
brilliant of the Tory poets, published The Medall in 1682, he
taunted his rivals with their lack of wit, accurately pointing out
that most of the answers to his Absalom and Achitophel (1681)
had slavishly followed the rhymes of the original:
I have one only favour to desire of you at parting, that
when you think of answering this Poem, you wou'd
employ the same Pens against it, who have combated
with so much success against Absalom and Achitophel. for
then you may assure your selves of a clear Victory,
without the least reply. Raile at me abundantly; and not
to break a Gusto me, do it without wit:...If God has not
bless'd you with the Talent of Rhiming, make use of my
poor Stock and wellcome: let your Verses run upon my
feet; and for the utmost refuge of notorious Block-heads,
reduc'd to the last extremity of sense, turn my own lines
upon me, and in utter despaire of your own Satyre, make
me Satyrize my self. (Works H, 41)
As Dryden points out, those who choose to "run upon [the]
feet" of another poem risk appearing to be untalented and often
end up repeating some of the opposing argument. I know of
no example in which such a poem achieves greater resonance or
a more convincing argument than the poem from which it
steals its rhymes.
When Dryden says that his enemies have made him "Satyrize
[him] self," he glances at a recent publication. Attempts to
answer Absalom and Achitophel with similar biblical allegory,
such as the tedious Azaria and Hushai of Samuel Pordage, could
not hope to approach the brilliance of the original, so the
Whigs hit upon the expedient of reprinting the poem the young
Dryden had written for the funeral of Cromwell in 1659, which
they gleefully issued with a new title: An Elegy on the Usurper
O. C. by the Author of Absalom and Achitophel, published to show
the Loyalty and Integrity of the Poet. This malicious reprint is an
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extreme example of imitative irony: without altering a word of
Dryden's poem, without having to do the work of parody, the
Whigs achieved their aim more effectively than they had with
more "original" poems.
Still, those responsible for this publication must have felt
some unease at being reduced to such expedients. One of their
attempts to celebrate their success and explain their aims will
serve as my example of mixed imitation. On 19 December
1681, a month and two days after the publication of Absalom
and Achitophel, Luttrell purchased an anonymous broadside
entitled "A Panegyric on the Author of Absalom and
Achitophel, Occasioned by his Former Writing of an Elegy in
Praise of Oliver Cromwell, Lately Reprinted." Like most
"panegyrics" in these collections, this one is ironic. Here are
the opening lines:
When old philosophers wrote the world's birth
And from wild chaos brought great nature forth.
The selfsame atoms as they different ran
Clubb'd to a lion, monkey, bear, or man;
From such thin sires such solid offspring grew.
So, divine wit, like the first matter, thou:
Thy subtle sparks do such strange products make
That thou just nothing, yet all forms canst take.'°
This passage is a skillful pastiche. The fundamental gesture,
beginning with an allusion to a mythical past, then applying it
to a present figure, was a standard opening gambit for real
panegyrics. Dryden's own poem on Charles's coronation, "To
His Sacred Majesty" (1661), uses the same structure:
In that wild Deluge where the World was drownd,
When life and sin one common tombe had found.
The first small prospect of a rising hill
Poems on Affairs of State, 11, 501, 11. 1-8.
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With various notes of Joy the Ark did fill;
Yet when that flood in its own depths was drownd
It left behind it false and slipp'ry ground;
And the more solemn pomp was still deferr'd
Till new-born Nature in fresh looks appeard:
Thus (Royall Sir) to see you landed here
Was cause enough of triumph for a year. (1-10)
The rhetorical parallel is especially close when the poets emerge
from the narrative of the myth to its application; in each case
that turn is signaled by an adverb followed by a vocative:
Thus (Royall Sir)...
So, divine wit,...
But where Dryden had worked indirectly, linking the myth of
the Flood and the saving Ark with the Interregnum and
Restoration through the detail of timing, his opponent works
more directly, describing Dryden himself as an example of the
mutability of creation as described by Epicurus and Lucretius.
That arbitrary model of creation had not escaped Dryden's
notice. As his opponent probably remembered, Dryden had
praised Sir Robert Howard's Poems in 1660 by asserting that
their creation was more orderly and providential than the
Epicurean model:
this is a piece too fair
To be the child of Chance, and not of Care.
No Atoms casually together hurl'd
Could e're produce so beautifull a world.
Nor dare I such a doctrine here admit.
As would destroy the providence of wit.
("To Sir Robert Howard," 29-34)
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Moreover, Dryden's admirer Richard Duke, borrowing one of
his hero's rhymes, had recently praised Dryden's adaptation of
Troilus and Cressida in quite similar terms:
Shakespear 'tis true this tale of Troy first told.
But, as with Ennius Virgil did of old.
You found it dirt but you have made it gold.
A dark and undigested heap it lay.
Like Chaos ere the dawn of infant day.
But you did first the cheerful light display.
Confus'd it was as Epicurus world
Of Atoms by blind chance together hurl'd.
But you have made such order through it shine
As lowdly speaks the Workmanship divine."
The anonymous poet surely took pleasure in reversing the
values of these passages: where Dryden had praised Howard
(and been praised by Duke) for bringing divine or providential
order out of chance and chaos, this poet ironically praises him
for his uncertain, chaotic. Protean lack of identity: although
"just nothing," Dryden can make "strange products" and take
"all forms."
The examples of forms that the possible collections of atoms
might take—"lion, monkey, bear, or man"—would have
reminded contemporary readers of the opening lines of
Rochester's "Satire against Reason and Mankind":
Were I (who to my cost already am
One of those strange, prodigious creatures, man)
A spirit free to choose, for my own share.
What case of flesh and blood I pleased to wear,
I'd be a dog, a monkey, or a bear.
Or anything but that vain animal
11 "-j-o Mr. DRYDEN, On his PLAY, call'd, Troilus and Cressida-, Or, Truth found
too Late," printed in Works, Xm, 635.
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Who is so proud of being rational.'^
Anyone close to the literary world would have known that
Dryden and Rochester had quarreled in print; describing the
Laureate with language drawn from his libertine and aristocratic
rival gives these lines additional bite. In his "Allusion to
Horace," which makes a number of trenchant criticisms of
Dryden, Rochester had ultimately conceded that "His
excellencies more than faults abound" and referred to "that
laurel which he best deserves to wear."" The anonymous poet,
reluctant to concede anything to Dryden, deforms the latter
phrase as he continues:
So justly thou hast deserved thy long-worn bays
That, as a trophy to thy endless praise.
Let that great poem" its long silence break.
The worthiest of thy vast creation speak.
With his more subtle and various strategies of imitation, this
anonymous poet achieves a far more complex and subtle effect
than those produced by simply fitting new words to an old
tune or running upon the feet of another poem's rhymes. Yet
even here, imitation raises curious issues about authorship. The
essential criticisms of Dryden made in this poem appear equally
applicable to his attacker. Dryden, the anonymous poet tells
us, is inconsistent, changing his identity to suit the times. His
"Elegy on the Usurper" (though twenty-two years old at this
point) proves that he has no stable system of belief, no core
identity, no "Loyalty" or "Integrity," in the words of the
Complete Poems of John Wilmot, Earl of Rochester, ed. David Vieth (New Haven:
Yale University Press, 1968), 94,11. 1-7. Vieth dates the composition of this poem
"before 23 March 1675/6" and its first appearance in print as "Jtme 1679."
" Complete Poems of Rochester, 124,11. 77-80. Vieth dates the composition to "the
winter of 1675-76," with publication "c. Sept. 1680."
" I.e., the Cromwell elegy.
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mocking title. But the attacker is unwilling to sign his poem,
and in order to make his point, he has assembled a pastiche of
materials from disparate sources: the Epicurean tradition, which
he treats with flippant sarcasm i^old philosophers," "Clubb'd to
a lion"); poems of praise by Dryden and to Dryden, which he
inverts and deforms for ironic purposes; and two works by
Rochester, from which he poaches convenient phrases. In his
anonymity, this author, too, is "just nothing"; in his appropria
tion of atomic bits from various sources, he might also be said
to make "strange products" and take "all forms."
Although many seventeenth-century authors changed
religion, party allegiance, or political philosophy at one or more
points in their careers, they rarely hesitated to criticize others
for doing the same, as if a stable, consistent, reliable identity
were a desirable norm. Even Dryden, who spoke eloquently of
the "shame of change" in The Hind and the Panther,^^zvtacked
the Earl of Shaftesbury for his "ever-changing Will" in The
Medall. His own conversion from a civil servant under
Cromwell to a celebrant of the Restoration, of which readers
had recently been reminded, did not prevent him from
impugning the motives of Shaftesbury's similar conversion at
the same moment:
Pow'r was his aym: but, thrown from that pretence,
The Wretch turn'd loyal in his own defense;
And Malice reconcil'd him to his Prince. (50-52)
The power and originality of his verse doubtless helped Dryden
carry off such audacious assertions; we may measure how little
" In Part III, the Hind lists some of the reasons for the "slow encrease" of converts
to Catholicism:
Add long prescription of establish'd laws
And picque of honour to maintain a cause,
And shame of change, and fear of future ill.
And Zeal, the blind conductor of the will. (IH, 400-403)
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shame he actually felt about the malicious reprinting of the
Cromwell elegy in 1681 (and again in 1682 and 1687) by the
fact that he allowed his own publisher, Jacob Tonson, to reissue
the poem in 1691, in a format suitable for binding with his
Restoration panegyrics.'^ His remaining pride in the skill and
subtlety of that elegy must have been stronger than his
embarrassment at having praised the "Usurper."
For poets wishing to gain the attention of a coffeehouse
readership that was evidently steeped in the particulars of both
political and literary controversy, imitation was an obvious
strategy: to imitate a previous work or works marked you out
as a knowledgeable player in these arenas and gave the audience
clues about how to read your work. But as these examples
have shown, imitation was not a substitute for creativity; it did
not automatically give an author authority, and it sometimes
undermined or compromised the authority these authors hoped
to claim. The anonymity of the ballad-maker backfired for the
unfortunate College; the expedient of borrowing rhymes
weakened the assertions of the Whig defender of the dismissed
Parliament; and even the wide-ranging appropriations of the
mock-panegyrist of Dryden ultimately made him seem as
slippery and elusive as his target. Derivative and imitative
authors were not finally in a position from which to assail the
inconsistencies of those writers who could make stronger claims
of originality. Even in the elaborately allusive, imitative, and
anonymous world of the Poems on Affairs of State, we may
recognize the existence, and the power, of talent.
See Paul Hammond, "The Circulation of Dryden's Poetry." Papers of the
Bibliographical Society of America 86 (1992); 379-409, reprinted in Critical Essays
on John Dryden, ed. James A. Winn (New York: G. K. Hall, 1997), 53.

